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EFFECTIVE WRITTEN COMMUNICATION
By GRACE W. HUGHEY, Atlanta Chapter, Aswa
The success of many business enterprises
is dependent on the effectiveness of their
written communication system. Writing be
comes very important when we realize that
it is a major means of contacting the cus
tomers or clients with whom we conduct our
business. Business organizations should em
phasize the importance of improving the
quality of their letters to the public, thereby
increasing their business and building good
will.
The best test of an effective letter is
whether or not it gets results. Do “please
remit” letters usually bring prompt re
sponses with a check? Are requests for
information always honored? Do people do
what your letters ask them to do?
The effectiveness of a letter depends not
only on how well-reasoned or logical it is,
but on how the reader reacts when he reads
it. Can you, as the writer, find out how the
reader reacts when he reads your letters?
One of the best ways to understand the effect
your letters have on the recipients is to
make a careful study of those that you
receive. Remember those two letters from
charitable organizations asking for a con
tribution? In response to one, you enclosed
a check. The other you tossed into the
waste basket. What was it about the first
letter that made you send a check, and why
did you toss the other one away? If you
can spot the real differences, then you are
making progress.
Now, check your own letters by having
someone read the carbons of those letters
which did not get the results you wanted.
What is his response to each letter? You
may find it wise to get an unprejudiced idea
of why your letters are not getting the
results you desire. To achieve this, you
might have copies of the letters made which
would omit anything that would identify
you as the writer.
Those who are disgruntled about their
jobs or feel frustrated and angry tend to
unload their resentment on the people to
whom they write. For this reason, it is
best to postpone writing an important letter
if you are upset about something or not
feeling well. Many people who write defec
tive letters do so because they compose their
letters under pressure. Such a letter may
require two or three readings before the
message is clear. It may land in the waste
basket before the second reading. To be
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certain that your letter receives the proper
response take time to frame an answer in
your own mind. Remember that one letter
written under pressure or in a state of ill
feeling may cause the loss of a large contract
or generate ill will in your best customer
or client.
We, as accountants, are in a position to
make a valuable contribution to effective
written communication. At the end of an
audit or investigation, we give our clients
a written report of what we have done. We
may use a long or a short form report. Also,
we are under constant call from laymen for
information upon technical questions of
great importance to them.
Explaining technical points with exact
ness, completeness and objectiveness in a
form that can be grasped by the client is a
difficult type of writing. Letters and adver
tising copy directed to the public are ora
torical and journalistic while the account
ant’s reports and memoranda are plain
statements of facts. Giving effective form
to such a series of remarks, statements and
sentences is the heart of the accountant’s
writing problem.
Laymen often complain that what their
accountant gives them to read is hard to
understand, needlessly detailed and heavy.
This is often due to failure to make allow
ances for the reader’s mental habits and
ordinary usage of words having a technical
meaning to accountants only. An important
factor in the production of well written re
ports and memoranda is the accountant’s
attitude towards his task. Is he unneces
sarily afraid of cheapening the quality of
his messages by use of less technical and
more easily understood words?
What kind of language is best suited to
the requirements of the accountant’s ma
terial? The language must be objective as
well as correct. Facts must be stated just
as investigation reveals them. Everything
must be put into explicit statements. Sen
tences should be kept as short and as free
from complexity as possible. The main
thought should stand out clearly. The ac
countant must remember that he is writing
to suit the readers’ nature, situation and
taste which presents in itself the problem
of forming and arranging ideas in logical
order. The tendency to assume that what
is logical and clear to him is also clear to
other minds is a natural but mistaken as

Ten words are often used where five can
express an idea more clearly. Such writing
wastes our time and tries our patience. Time
can be saved by cutting off unessential words
and phrases, avoiding roundabout expres
sion, substituting a word for a phrase, and
avoiding repetition.
Before you write, plan! Four good points
on planning a written communication are:
1. Carefully analyse the incoming mes
sage, if there is one.
2. Get a mental picture of the reader,
visualize his problem, his background
on the subject, his interests, what he
is like. We write for others, not for
ourselves.
3. Have the purpose of your communica
tion clearly in mind.
4. Make a mental or written outline, with
each important topic expressed in a
word or phrase in proper sequence.
After you write, ask yourself, is it?
1.
Complete?
a. Does it give all the necessary in
formation?
b.
Does it answer all questions?
2.
Concise?
a.
Does it contain only essential facts?
b. Does it include only essential words
and phrases?
3.
Clear?
a. Can the reader understand the
language?
b. Are the words the simplest that
carry the thought?
c. Do the words express the thought?
d. Is the sentence structure clear?
e. Is each paragraph one complete
thought unit?
f. Are the paragraphs in proper
sequence?
4.
Correct?
a.
Is the information accurate?
b. Do the statements conform with
policy?
c. Is the writing free from errors in
grammar, spelling, punctuation?
5.
Is the tone appropriate?
a. Will the tone bring the desired
response ?
b. Is the writing free from antagon
istic words and phrases?
After planning, writing and reviewing,
look at the communication from an overall
viewpoint. How effective is it as a whole?
Does it need revision? Is it fully satis
factory? If it is satisfactory, you have found
that a good written communication depends
upon employing effectively our English
language.

sumption. The accountant who can train
himself to look at his writing from an
outsider’s point of view can easily make
his meaning clearer.
Success involves planning in advance.
Avoid monotony. The problem of monotony
troubles writers in every field, not only the
accountant preparing reports and memo
randa for clients, but other professional
and business people who are required to
communicate by writing. Words should not
only be suitable, but familiar; clauses should
be short and simple; sentences should be
of moderate length; and paragraphs must
have unity and coherence.
In order for an accountant’s communica
tion to be effective he needs to accept the
responsibility of stating his thoughts clearly
and simply. He must develop habitual care
for correctness of details of language form.
He is not trying to prove a point, but is
concerned with the facts of a situation. His
writing, therefore, consists of a succession
of statements of fact, of definitions and de
ductions supported by specific detail re
marks. For an accountant’s communication
to be successful as well as effective, he must
learn to manipulate the elements of rhetori
cal structure to produce the specific results
he desires.
Well written communications are not only
necessary in conducting our business with
customers and clients but also within our
own organizations. We depend to a great
extent on internal written communications
to get our work done. We tell executives and
employees of our policies through written
statements or memoranda of one kind or
another. We depend on these memoranda
for giving instructions and exchanging es
sential information. We keep informed by
means of written reports. We try to get
people to follow procedures by sending them
written guides. We tell them how to do their
jobs by providing them with instruction
manuals and job descriptions. The written
word, in many organizations, is our chief
means of training.
There are probably many instances of
failure to follow instructions simply because
the instructions or policy statements were
capable of misinterpretation. Writing that
can be misinterpreted, that is hard to under
stand, or that is so long-winded that people
just don’t have time or patience to read it
carefully can break down office routine.
Simple procedures are oftentimes described
in a manner that is so hard to understand
that employees feel it is easier to write to
the central office than to struggle through
the confused phraseology in the instruction
manual.
15

